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Priced out: Bozeman housing market hits young
professionals hard

By Eric Dietrich, Chronicle Staff Writer

Posted: Sunday, February 8, 2015 5:00 am

Ali Vasarella hopes she can raise a family in Bozeman.

An architect-in-training with a master’s degree from Montana State University, she and her husband, a carpenter, chose to
move back here after spending a couple of years in Portland, Oregon, after her graduation.

“We love the people,” she said. “We love the outdoor opportunities available to us. We love the open air and blue skies.”
She’s working at her dream job.
But then there’s the cost of housing.

Her family — which includes her twin 14-month-old children and a cat — is stuck in a one-bedroom, 540-square-foot
apartment, Vasaralla said. It's where they’ve lived since before she found out she was pregnant.

They’ve been looking for something bigger for almost two years, she said. They’ve asked around, browsed Chronicle
classified ads and searched online without any luck.

The one call they’ve gotten back was from someone looking to rent a mobile home with a 6-foot by 6-foot second bedroom
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“We don't live out of our means, and we don’t have extravagant taste,” she wrote. “We’d just like a few thousand square
feet and a garage and a dishwasher. ) e

“We don’t have a choice but to move somewhere where our wages will be able to buy us a future and a house,” she
continued. “Without a significant cost of living increase in both of our salaries — we’d rent for the rest of our lives.

“We will miss this place terribly,” she added, “but cannot afford to build a life in Bozeman.”

What is affordable?

The Werwath study attempts to pin down Bozeman’s housing situation with a statistical model focused around the concept
of area median income, or AML. It also relies on a widely used standard that classifies housing as affordable if it costs 30
percent or less of a family’s total income.

AMI levels are calculated by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development for different parts of the country and
different household sizes. The Bozeman-area AMI for a family of three is $64,000, for example, and the median income for a
family of four is $71,100.

Applying the 30-percent standard, that means the median family of three can theoretically manage up to $19,200 annually in
rent or mortgage payments, equivalent to $1,600 a month.

As part of his study, Werwath analyzed Bozeman’s housing market to determine how different income ranges, defined as a
percentage of AMI, generally fare in the city’s for-sale housing market.

|
Detached single-family homes, he found, are theoretically affordable only for families making at least the median income. "
According to his calculations, the three-person family making $64,000 a year should be able to afford a mortgage on a |
home worth $283,000.

According Werwath's report, that means buying a detached home on the open market is essentially out of reach for 6,530
families — three-quarters of the 8,741 households currently renting in Bozeman.

Townhomes at the market rate, he found, are typically affordable further down the income spectrum, starting with families
making about 80 percent of AMI, or $51,250 for a three-person household. About 567 of the city’s renting households are,
statistically speaking, in a position to afford townhomes but not detached homes under current market conditions.

While the statistical model has its limits (Vasarella’s family, for example, would be classified at above-median income) it
does provide a framework for understanding the issue — and discussing where along the income distribution, if anywhere,

o
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tend to have a more transient connection to their communities.

While the 30 percent affordability threshold and some back-of-the-envelope math indicate a twenty-something Bozemanite
making $20,000 a year can probably scrape by with roommates and $500-a-month rent, the economics become starker as
privacy or children become priorities.

The median price for two- and three-bedroom rentals listed on Craigslist as of Feb. 2, for example, was $1,275, according
to a Chronicle analysis. Under the 30-percent-of-income criteria, that’s affordable only for families making at least $51,000 a
year.

For equivalent Bozeman-area rentals outside city limits, the median rent was $835 a month, affordable at income levels of at
least $33,400 a year.

Contrary to assertions made at times by city leaders, it's not entirely clear that public servants like police officers and
firefighters are included in the ranks of those priced out of Bozeman.

According to estimates provided by Bozeman's police and fire chiefs, 22 of 59 officers and three or four of 47 firefighters
live within city limits.

However, Fire Chief Jason Shrauger said he thinks the pattern for firefighters is more a matter of personal choice than a
pattern driven by financial necessity. Interim Police Chief Rich McLane said some of the pattern with officers was based on
a desire to live in a more rural setting or a particular school district while some decisions, especially for younger officers,
were based on affordability.

Base pay for Bozeman firefighters with five years of experience is $60,467 a year. For police officers, it's $56,785.
A similar residency count for Bozeman School District teachers wasn’t readily available this week.
What can be done?

Werwath, the consultant, proposes what’s known as an inclusionary zoning ordinance — essentially the city mandating that
developers and builders proposing new residential projects include a proportionate number of units within the affordability
criteria.

Specifically, he suggests the city should require developers to either price 10 percent of new units at prices affordable to
families at 70 to 80 percent of AMI or make 30 percent affordable to families at median income — price levels he estimates
at $198,000 and $255,000, respectively, for three-bedroom homes.
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“They’re climbing, so it’s hard to keep them contained,” she said.

She’s gotten to the point of giving up on the Bozeman rental market the last few months, saying that everything available
seems to be targeted at college students.

Her family is considering searching for a townhouse, but would like to have a yard. ._.:m< could also look in Manhattan,
where they have family, but that would mean accepting a commute.

For now, though, she said, “we’re making what we found years and years ago work.”

“There's always,” she added, “the possibility of just moving somewhere else.”
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